Mobile phone text messaging language : how and why undergraduates use textisms by Grace, AAS
  
Mobile phone text messaging language:  
How and why undergraduates use textisms 
 
 
Abbie-Amanda Sarah Grace 
BSocSc (Honours) 
 
 
 
 
 
Submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of  
Doctor of Philosophy (Psychology) 
 
 
University of Tasmania 
 
 
 
October, 2013 
 
 
Declaration of Originality 
This thesis contains no material which has been accepted for a degree or diploma by the 
University or any other institution, except by way of background information and duly 
acknowledged in the thesis, and to the best of the my knowledge and belief no material 
previously published or written by another person except where due acknowledgement is 
made in the text of the thesis, nor does the thesis contain any material that infringes 
copyright. 
 
Authority of Access 
This thesis may be made available for loan and limited copying and communication in 
accordance with the Copyright Act 1968.  
 
Statement of Ethical Conduct 
The research associated with this thesis abides by the international and Australian codes on 
human and animal experimentation and the rulings of the Safety, Ethics and Institutional 
Biosafety Committees of the University. 
 
Statement regarding published work contained in thesis 
The publishers of the papers comprising Chapters 2 to 5 hold the copyright for that 
content, and access to the material should be sought from the respective journals. The 
remaining non published content of the thesis may be made available for loan and limited 
copying and communication in accordance with the Copyright Act 1968. 
  
 
 
Statement of Co-Authorship 
The following people and institutions contributed to the publication of work undertaken as 
part of this thesis: 
 Abbie-Amanda Grace, School of Psychology, University of Tasmania 
 Nenagh Kemp, School of Psychology, University of Tasmania 
 Frances Heritage Martin, School of Psychology, University of Newcastle 
 Rauno Parrila, Department of Educational Psychology, University of Alberta 
 
Paper 1 (Chapter 2): Grace, A., Kemp, N., Martin, F. H., & Parrila, R. (2012). 
Undergraduates’ use of text messaging language: Effects of country and collection 
method. Writing Systems Research, 4, 167–184. doi: 
10.1080/17586801.2012.712875 
 
Paper 3 (Chapter 4): Grace, A., Kemp, N., Martin, F. H., & Parrila, R. (submitted). 
Undergraduates’ text messaging language and literacy skills. Submitted to Reading 
and Writing. 
 Note: A revised version of this paper has now been published as follows: 
 Grace, A., Kemp, N., Martin, F. H., & Parrila, R. (published online, August, 2013). 
Undergraduates’ text messaging language and literacy skills. Reading and Writing. 
doi:10.1007/s11145-013-9471-2 
 
Paper 4 (Chapter 5): Grace, A., Kemp, N., Martin, F. H., & Parrila, R. (submitted). 
Undergraduates’ attitudes to text messaging language use and intrusions of textisms 
into formal writing. Submitted to New Media & Society. 
 
 
Abbie-Amanda Grace was the primary author and primary contributor to the development 
of the research questions, data analysis and interpretation for Papers 1, 3, and 4. Nenagh 
Kemp and Frances Martin provided guidance and contributed to the research questions and 
experimental design, and Rauno Parrila contributed data for the Canadian participants. All 
authors contributed to the refinement of the manuscript, with Nenagh Kemp providing 
particular guidance on structure, some wording, and interpretation.  
 
Paper 2 (Chapter 3): Grace, A., & Kemp, N. (submitted). Text messaging language: A 
comparison of undergraduates’ naturalistic textism use in four subsequent cohorts. 
Submitted to Writing Systems Research.  
Abbie-Amanda Grace was the primary author and primary contributor to the development 
of the research questions, data analysis and interpretation for Paper 2. Nenagh Kemp 
provided advice on the research design and analysis, and some guidance on the paper’s 
structure, some wording, and interpretation.  
 
We the undersigned agree with the above stated “proportion of work undertaken” for each 
of the above published/submitted peer-reviewed manuscripts contributing to this thesis: 
 
Signed:     
  Abbie-Amanda Grace      
  Candidate      
  School of Psychology     
  University of Tasmania  
 
 
 
 
   
Signed:     
  Dr Nenagh Kemp   Associate Professor Jenn Scott  
  Supervisor    Head of School 
  School of Psychology   School of Psychology 
  University of Tasmania  University of Tasmania 
 
Date:       10th October, 2013          
Table of Contents 
   List of Tables vi 
   List of Figures viii 
 Abstract iv 
 Acknowledgements xi 
Chapter 1 Introduction 1 
Chapter 2 Study 1: Undergraduates' use of text messaging language: Effects of 
country and collection method 
45 
Chapter 3 Study 2: Text messaging language: A four-year study of 
undergraduates’ naturalistic textism use 
81 
Chapter 4 Study 3: Undergraduates’ Text Messaging Language and Literacy 
Skills 
114 
Chapter 5 Study 4: Undergraduates’ attitudes to text messaging language use 
and intrusions of textisms into formal writing 
148 
Chapter 6 General Discussion 174 
 Appendices 204 
 
List of Tables  vi 
 
List of Tables 
 
Chapter 1: Table 1 Categories and Textism Examples Listed in Selected 
Studies of Language in Text Messages. 
15 
Chapter 1: Table 2 Summary of Participant Details, Study Design, and 
Factors Reported in Key Studies of Text Messaging 
Language in Texts Written in English. 
22 
Chapter 2: Table 1 Categorisations Applied to Textism Transformations. 55 
Chapter 2: Table 2 Total Number of Messages and Mean Message Lengths 
for Each Method and Country. 
57 
Chapter 2: Table 3 Textism Densities for ‘Textism Words’ and ‘Textism 
Events’, and t-test Values for the Difference in Textism 
Densities Between Countries. 
58 
Chapter 2: Table 4 Mobile Phone Ownership and Text Messaging Use, with 
t-values Showing Differences between Countries. 
59 
Chapter 2: Table 5 Percentages of All Students Regarding Their Self-
Reported Phone and Textism Use, and Proportions of 
Textism Events. 
61 
Chapter 2: Table 6 Proportions of Textism Events for Each Collection 
Method.  
63 
Chapter 2: Table 7 Proportions of Textism Events in Each Category for 
Both Countries and Each Collection Method. 
64 
Chapter 3: Table 1 Textism Types, with Examples, for Each Category of 
Textisms Included in Each Broader Type. 
92 
Chapter 3: Table 2 Phone Use and Ratings for the Appropriateness of 
Textism Use. 
95 
List of Tables  vii 
 
Chapter 3: Table 3 Students Using Each Text Entry System in Each Year. 96 
Chapter 3: Table 4 Correlations for Relationships Between Participant Age 
and Textism Use. 
100 
Chapter 4: Table 1 Categorisations Applied to Textism Transformations. 124 
Chapter 4: Table 2 Literacy Task Standard Scores. 125 
Chapter 4: Table 3 Correlations Between Task Scores, Textism Use, Length 
of Phone Ownership, Daily Sent Messages and Ratings 
of the Appropriateness of Textism Use, for Canadian 
Participants. 
125 
Chapter 4: Table 4 Literacy and Language Task Scores. 130 
Chapter 4: Table 5 Correlations Between Task Scores, Textism Use, Length 
of Phone Ownership, Daily Sent Messages and Ratings 
of the Appropriateness of Textism Use, for Australian 
Participants. 
131 
Chapter 5: Table 1 Frequency of Textism Types Found in Students’ Formal 
Written Exams. 
160 
Chapter 6: Table 1 A Summary of Major Findings. 177 
 
List of Figures  viii 
 
List of Figures 
 
Chapter 2: Figure 1 Proportions of Contractive and Expressive Textism 
Events in Each Collection Method for Both Countries. 
66 
Chapter 3: Figure 1 Proportions of Textisms Employed by Males and 
Females, for Each Year. 
93 
Chapter 3: Figure 2 Proportions of Textism Types Employed across 
Hardware Entry System and Year. 
98 
Chapter 3: Figure 3 Proportions of Textism Types Employed across 
Software Entry System and Year. 
99 
Chapter 4: Figure 1 A Model of Possible Links between Literacy, Social, 
and Technological Factors, and Adults’ Use of 
Textisms. 
139 
Chapter 5: Figure 1 Ratings of the Appropriateness of Using Textisms 
across Message and Recipient Types. 
156 
Chapter 6: Figure 1 A Model of Possible Links between Adults’ Use of 
Textisms and Literacy, Social, Time-point, 
Technological, Age, Sex, and Country Factors. 
192 
 
Abstract  ix 
 
Abstract 
Mobile phone text messaging has continued to increase in popularity since its inception in 
1992, but research into the language used in text messages has produced variable results. 
The overall purpose of this thesis was to investigate factors which might be associated 
with variations in textism use between individual phone users. In previous research, 
methodological variations between studies have made comparisons difficult and include 
the use of various message collection methods (e.g., asking participants to create messages 
versus to provide previously sent messages) and variations in the definition, categorisation 
and counting of altered words in text messages, or “textisms” (e.g., 2nite for tonight, ). 
In Study 1 of this thesis, undergraduates (155 in Canada, 86 in Australia) were asked to 
provide text messages via three different collection methods. Messages that were 
translated and elicited under experimental conditions were found to contain more textisms 
than naturalistic messages copied from phones. Further, Australian participants used more 
contractive textisms (e.g., fri for Friday, bday for birthday) than Canadians, and more 
textisms overall. In Study 2, naturalistic data were collected from a further 386 Australian 
first-year undergraduates between 2009 and 2012. Over these time-points, textism use 
decreased, particularly for contractive textisms. Females used more expressive textism 
types (e.g., pleeease!?! for please) than males. Further differences in textism use were 
found to be related to the technology on participants’ phones and to participants’ attitudes 
towards textism use. In Study 3, the Australian and Canadian undergraduates from Study 1 
completed a range of literacy and language tasks. The very few correlations between task 
scores and textism use that reached statistical significance were negative (students with 
higher linguistic scores used fewer textisms), although this relationship may have been 
influenced by differences in attitude and early literacy experience. In Study 4, the 
Australian students of Study 3 were able to discern situations in which textism use is 
Abstract  x 
 
appropriate. Further, the examination of 303 written exams of a separate group of 
Australian undergraduates confirmed that textisms were avoided in these students’ formal 
writing. In conclusion, individual textism use in messages is related to a number of factors, 
especially the technology on mobile phones. Rather than being associated with poor 
literacy skills, textism use can be conceptualised as a form of literacy skill that is adapted 
to the social expectations of undergraduates and the developing technology on phones to 
produce maximally efficient and expressive text-based communication. 
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